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ABSTRACT
COREY HARMON ROGERS: Ecotourism in Costa Rica: A Study ofthe Viabilities and
Impacts of Three Ecotourism Models
(Under the direction of Dr. Holly Reynolds)

This paper examines three ecotourism endeavors in Costa Rica in order to answer
the following question: can an enterprise fulfill all the definitional requirements for
ecotourism and at the same time be both economically and environmentally viable? I
first provide a discussion of the origins and conceptual views of ecotourism, then chart
the evolution of ecotourism in Costa Rica. Next, three case studies are presented, each
representing a different ecotourism model found in the country. Data presented in the
case studies were compiled from site-specific primary data sets and interviews, Costa
Rican government primary sources, and academic publications. For each model, the
example studied proved to be economically viable over time and beneficial for the
surrounding community in both economic and environmental terms. As a result, I have
determined that it is possible for an ecotourism endeavor to be both economically and
environmentally sustainable. Furthermore, I have identified five factors that play an
important role in the economic success of true ecotourism businesses. These are. 1)
initial marketability of the site; 2)a distinguishing element; 3)ease of transportation and
access; 4)a source of capital; and 5) marketing and publicity.
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INTRODUCTION
The tourism industry has seen massive growth worldwide since the end of World
War II. Tourism has increased not only to traditional sites such as cities in developed
areas of Europe and the United States, but also to the less developed world(WTO,2002).
Coinciding with the boom in tourism to less developed areas, a move to protect and
conserve the biodiversity and natural resources of these areas has also developed (Boo,
1990). The concept of ecotourism attempts to integrate these two interests. Ecotourism
hopes to promote sustainable, environmentally-sound development by tying economic
prosperity to conservation efforts. In this paper, I will study various ecotourism models
in order to determine whether this idea is achievable. Can an enterprise fulfill all the
definitional requirements for ecotourism and at the same time be both economically and
environmentally viable?
To answer this question, I will study various ecotourism endeavors in Costa Rica,
a nation that during the last two decades has developed a reputation throughout the world
as a prime ecotourism location (Honey, 1999). I will begin witli a discussion of the
concept of ecotourism. I will present the different definitional views of ecotourism, and
then establish a specific definition to be used throughout the remainder of the work. I
will chart the boom in international tourism since World War II and list reasons behind
this increase. I will address the major models regarding tourism as a means of
development and show how ecotourism evolved from those models.
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I will then discuss the specific context of ecotourism in Costa Rica. I will discuss
the country’s natural history, which has been vital to its social and political development.
I will then provide a brief history of conservation and tourism in Costa Rica and show
how these interests converged to support ecotourism during the 1980s. I will discuss the
development of ecotourism within Costa Rica and outline government policies and
programs that have been created to promote and sustain ecotourism.
Finally, 1 will provide case studies that assess the economic and environmental
viability and impacts of various ecotourism endeavors. The work will focus on individual
case studies in order to assess the impact of various ecotourism endeavors at the local
level. I will provide case studies ofthree sites: Tortuguero, Finca Rosa Blanca Country
Inn, and La Selva Biological Research Station. The village of Tortuguero represents an
ecotourism industry that is entirely dependent on a government protected area. Finca
Rosa Blanca Country Inn provides an example of an individual ecolodge on a private
reserve. Lastly, La Selva represents a research station on a private reserve.
These case studies represent a broad spectrum of approaches to ecotourism and
will provide a portrait of its economic and environmental potentials. How have
ecotourism endeavors affected their local communities economically? What services do
they provide to their surrounding communities? How do these endeavors pursue
environmental sustainability? What effects have these endeavors had on their
surrounding environments over time? How have these ecotourism endeavors faired
economically over time? My goal is to evaluate ecotourism models in Costa Rica to
determine their economic and environmental impacts and viabilities.
'In the case of La Selva, the main focus ofthe ecotourism endeavor is scientific, but a traditional
ecotourism component is also included.
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CHAPTER I:
DISCUSSION OF THE CONCEPT AND HISTORY OF ECOTOURISM

Ecotourism, as defined by the United Nations Environment Progamme s(UNEP)
Quebec Declaration on Ecotourism,“embraces the principles of sustainable tourism, It
is distinct, however, based on the following attributes: “[Ecotourism cjontributes actively
to the conservation of natural and cultural heritage;[ijncludes local and indigenous
communities in its planning, development and operation, contributing to their well being;
[ijnterprets the natural and cultural heritage ofthe destination to visitor;[and IJends itself
better to independent travelers, as well as to organized tours for small size groups
(UNEP,2002). Ecotourism is a complex idea with many often-argued components. The
term originated in the early 1980s in the work of Hector Ceballos-Lascurain(Boo Vol. 1,
1990). Ceballos-Lascurain’s view of ecotourism equates the concept with nature tourism.
According to his definition, ecotourism or nature tourism is:

...tourism that consists in traveling to relatively undisturbed or uncontaminated natural areas with
the specific objective ofstudying, admiring and enjoying the scenery and its wild plants and
animals, as well as any existing cultural manifestations(both past and present)found in these
areas.
(Ceballos-Lascurain, cited in Boo Vol. 1, 1990; 2)
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From Ceballos-Lascurain’s simplistic view, a range of more sophisticated
definitions of ecotourism developed. Miller and Kaae describe a spectrum of ecotounsm
definitions (Miller and Kaae, 1993). At one extreme, there are those that argue that all
tourism is ecotourism, because humans are fundamentally a part of nature. On the other
end of the spectrum, scholars argue that ecotourism cannot exist, because anything that
humans do is unnatural and will alter the environment. Weaver argues that along the
central portion of the spectrum, views range from the more inclusive, with fewer
restrictions on which activities are deemed ecotourism endeavors, to the more exclusive
(Weaver, 1998). On the inclusive end ofthe spectrum, definitions tend to merely equate
ecotourism with nature tourism. According to this view, any tourist who participates in
nature tourism, whether intentionally or not, is deemed an ecotourist. Stricter definitions
place increasing requirements on which endeavors actually count as ecotounsm and only
label people ecotourists if they are actively pursuing ecotourism goals.
I will use Martha Honey’s characterization of ecotounsm to establish which
businesses will be deemed ecotourism endeavors for the purposes of this paper. Honey s
definition falls toward the more restrictive end of the central portion ofthe ecotourism
spectrum. She argues that ecotourism has seven characteristics:(1)involves travel to
natural destinations;(2) minimizes impact;(3) builds environmental awareness;(4)
provides direct financial benefits for conservation;(5) provides financial benefits and
empowerment for local people;(6)respects local culture;(7)supports human rights and
democratic movements(Honey, 1999: 22-24). This restrictive definition will allow me to
differentiate true ecotourism businesses from those that merely use the ecotourism lingo
to capitalize on the popularity of this idea.
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As earlier stated, ecotourism developed from many sectors simultaneously.
Honey notes at least four distinct sectors of origin, including scientific and
nongovernmental conservation organizations, the tourism industry and tourists,
multilateral aid organizations, and developing countries(Honey, 1999). Before
discussing the evolution of the concept of ecotourism within each of these groups, I will
first provide a brief historical context of tourism and conservation interests.
After World War II, tourism was encouraged by development organizations.
economists, and governments of the more-developed countries as a means of stable
development(Honey, 1999). These particular proponents oftourism, whom Jafari calls
the “advocacy platform,” argued that tourism was an unadulterated good for lessdeveloped countries (Jafari, cited in Weaver, 1998). According to this group, tourism
provided a clean and renewable resource(Weaver, 1998). It provided jobs for the local
population and a needed transfer of wealth from more-developed to less-developed
countries(Lumsdon and Swift, 2001). Tourism was less expensive than other types of
development because it made use of existing natural, cultural, and historical resources.
Opportunity costs were low because the sites used, primarily shallow-water beaches,
were not suitable for other types of development(Weaver, 1998). Tourism did not carry
the restrictions that came with other types of development either. The movement of
people was generally freer than that of goods, with none of the tariff or quota restrictions
(Jenkins, 1980).
As a result of the “advocacy platform” and increasing wealth and leisure time tor
citizens in the developed world, the tourism industry saw massive growth after World
War II (Weaver, 1998). International tourist arrivals worldwide grew an average of 6.6

5

percent per year from 1950 to 2002, going from 25 million in 1950 to over 700 million in
2002(World Tourism Organization, 2002; hereafter WTO). International tourist receipts
also rose significantly, going from US$2.1 billion in 1950 to US$474.2 billion in 2002
(WTO,2002). Though much ofthis tourism was centered in traditional, developed
destinations in Europe and North America, the less-developed world gained in market
share during the boom.
Tourism to less-developed areas developed around the “three S s, sun, sea, and
sand (Weaver, 1998). Tourism advocates promoted large scale beach resorts as the best
type of tourism development. They believed this model would create tourist destinations
that were large enough to be attractive to mass tourists and profitable to host countries
(Weaver, 1998). By concentrating tourism endeavors,they argued, any negative cultural
or environmental consequences would also affect only a small area around the resorts.
By the 1960s, problems had become evident with the large-scale resort model.
A “cautionary platform” emerged from the dependency-theory camp of Latin American
social science to challenge the large-scale resort model in the 1960s and 1970s(Weaver,
1998). Cautionary writers argued that large-scale tourism was another type of
dependency, pointing to economic problems, cultural damage, and environmental damage
as three main areas where the large-scale resort model falls short. Economically, gains
from large-scale tourism were seen to be not nearly as great as previously thought
(Honey, 1999). In most cases, the only investors with enough capital to develop the
large-scale resorts were foreigners from more-developed countries. The profits made
from these foreign-owned resorts were not transferred to the less-developed host country,
but rather shipped back to the resort owner’s home country. Also, much of the profit
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from the tourist trade came from transportation costs and fees for travel agents. Nearly
all of the large-scale transportation companies and travel agencies were foreign-owned,
representing another portion ofthe profit that would not remain in the host country.
Finally, to provide the most comfort for foreign tourists, many ofthe foods and consumer
goods offered at the resorts were imported, or “experience goods’"(Dunning and
McQueen, 1982). Experience goods are goods that tourists are familiar with from their
home countries, such as McDonald’s hamburgers or Coca Cola. These imports
represented a loss of potential revenue to the host countries from the sale of native goods.
Culturally, large-scale tourism was very destructive (Weaver, 1998). This model
concentrated tourists in small areas, so that tourists generally dominated the landscape in
these areas. This led to what Erisman describes as “cultural dependency, under which a
society’s culture becomes “so conditioned by and so reflects the expansion of an external
culture that there is a dominant/subordinate relationship between the cultural centre and
the cultural periphery”(Erisman, 1983). Cultural dependency may manifest itself in
reinforced racial stereotypes, the demonstration effect, and cultural commoditization
(Weaver, 1998).
Most international tourists tend to be from the more-developed areas of North
America, Europe, and Asia(WTO,2002). Generally, they have greater wealth than
natives, and tend to be of Caucasian or Japanese descent(Weaver, 1998). Mass tourism
may lead to reinforced racial stereotypes as the darker-skinned natives are exposed to
subservient positions with the lighter-skinned tourists on a daily basis(Weaver, 1998).
Another problem is the demonstration effect. Mass tourists bring their own
cultural practices to resort areas. They often act and buy just as they would in their home
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country. Natives may begin to admire the wealth and opulence ofthe tourists, and begin
to mimic their purchasing and behavioral patterns(Weaver, 1998). As natives begin to
buy more imported goods, local goods suffer and profits leave the country. This is a two
fold problem, in that it both degrades the host society and causes an economic drain.
Cultural commoditization is also a problem with mass tounsm. Cultural
commoditization occurs when a society begins to market elements of its own culture
(Weaver, 1998). Mass tourists often want to feel as though they are experiencing native
society, whether they really are or not. Native groups may respond to this demand by
providing cultural shows or artifacts. Cultural commoditization has the deleterious effect
of devaluing native cultural elements, making them nothing more than profit schemes.
Finally, the environmental impact of mass tourism was high (Honey, 1999).
Large-scale resort development caused a total restructuring ofthe environment in resort
areas. In addition to the resorts themselves, developers also built roads, support facilities,
and amenities such as golf courses that also changed the environment. This model
altered human population patterns within host countries as well, concentrating
populations in small areas around the resorts(Weaver, 1998). Population concentration
had negative effects on nearby environments, as people cleared forests for houses and
agriculture, created waste, and harvested resources. Mass tourism created high levels of
waste for the surrounding environment also(Honey, 1999). Often,few regulations
existed dealing with waste products in host countries, so the waste was disposed of in
environmentally-damaging ways in many countries (e.g. dumping raw sewage into the
ocean).
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At this point, around the mid-1970s, an “adaptancy platform” developed to
suggest alternatives to the traditional mass tourism model(Weaver, 1998). At the same
time, debate was going on within the environmental community over conservation
methods(Boo, 1990). Also, a “green paradigm” that pushed for more sustainable and
environmentally-friendly types of development emerged worldwide at this time (Weaver,
1998). It was from the converging interests of nongovernmental conservation
organizations, the tourism industry and tourists, multilateral aid orgamzations, and
developing countries that the concept of ecotourism emerged (Honey, 1999).

The Evolution of Ecotourism
Traditionally, preservation of natural areas meant creating large nature reserves.
The reserve method was based on the island biogeography theory of ecological science
(Doak and Mills, 1994). It advocated large habitat islands as the best way to lower
extinction rates and retain biodiversity. Under this approach, human populations

were

completely blocked from inhabiting and using the resources ofthese protected areas.
Oftentimes, local populations were ejected from their homes just to create reserves and
national parks. The exclusive nature ofthese conservation policies led local populations
to resent the parks(Honey, 1999). This resentment led to disregard for park policies and
worked against the original conservation goals. Instead of protecting the biodiversity and
natural resources of reserve areas, land managers actually saw increases in land
encroachment, poaching, and resource harvesting by populations around the

reserves.

By the late 1970s, a strong push arose within the conservation movement to
explore alternatives to the reserve method (Boo, 1990). Ecotourism provided one such
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alternative, allowing for the integration of local communities into the conservation
scheme. Ecotourism attempted to tie the economic interests of local communities to
conservation efforts(Boo, 1990). The idea was that if a community derived economic
benefits from the continuation of an ecosystem or species, the community would be more
likely to adhere to and promote policies that would protect those interests.
Beginning in the mid-1970s, a shift occurred among international tourism
consumers(Boo, 1990). Affected by the worldwide green movement,some tourists
began to shy away from traditional mass tourism resorts because ofthe problems pointed
out by cautionary platform critics(Honey, 1999). The tourism industry responded by
promoting alternative types oftourism that were, at least in name, more sustainable and
less harmful to the environment(Honey, 1999). It was from this “adaptancy platform
that ecotourism grew in the tourism industry(Weaver, 1998). Ecotourism represented a
way to respond to a market shift among consumers and address many of the criticisms
against the tourism industry. Alternative forms oftourism, especially tourism

to

protected areas,” have grown dramatically since 1980(Boo, 1990). Honey notes that
visits to United States National Parks increased by twenty percent during the decade,
from 190 million to more than 250 million visitors per year(Honey, 1999).
By the early 1980s, it was clear that previous policies stressed by development
organizations like the World Bank, USAID,and the Inter-American Development Bank,
such as mass tourism, had serious problems(Honey, 1999). Development organizations
began to search for new models, especially in response to the massive debt crises
experienced by many less-developed countries during the early 1980s. They stressed the
need for sustainable development, rather than the more exploitive traditional methods.
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Responding to the green movement, development organizations also began to emphasize
environmentally-sound development schemes(Honey, 1999). Ecotourism provided just
the mix that many of these organizations desired. For this sector, ecotourism represented
a sustainable form of economic development that had fewer negative environmental
consequences than traditional programs.
The governments of less-developed countries witnessed first-hand the effects of
mass tourism and other exploitive development programs. They, like development
organizations, searched for more sustainable alternative types of development to respond
to debt crises in the early 1980s(Honey, 1999). The governments ofless-developed
countries looked to ecotourism as a less destructive, and possibly more lucrative, form of
development. It would help protect natural resources and the environment, and, since
ecotourism stressed small businesses, would alleviate some oftheir dependence on
massive foreign-owned tourism companies(Honey, 1999). Ecotourism would also
provide a necessary exchange of wealth from the more-developed to the less-developed
world (Weaver, 1998). Ecotourism became a pillar in development strategies across the
less-developed world by the early 1990s(Honey, 1999).
In this chapter, I have established a working definition of ecotourism to be used
throughout the paper. I have chosen a less-inclusive view of what constitutes ecotourism
based on the seven characteristics described by Martha Honey listed earlier in the chapter
(Honey, 1999). I have also explained the evolution of ecotourism and provided the
historical context in which the concept developed. I have shown that ecotourism
developed from multiple sectors of society to combine goals of ensuring sustainable
economic development and environmental protection. In the following chapter, I will
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discuss the history of ecotourism in Costa Rica and explain how the international trends
discussed in this chapter affected ecotourism in that country.
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CHAPTER II:
THE COSTA RICAN CONTEXT

Over the last two decades, Costa Rica has gained a reputation throughout the
world as a prime ecotourism location (Honey, 1999). This reputation comes as the result
of the country’s high level of biodiversity, its history of political stability, and its
extensive system of public and private protected areas(Weaver, 1994). This chapter will
address the history of conservation and tourism, as well as the development of
ecotourism, in Costa Rica. I will begin with a discussion ofthe country’s natural history,
which is essential for a proper understanding ofthe social and political development of
Costa Rica. I will provide information on the origins ofthe conservation movement and
the park system in Costa Rica, as well as the government’s specific shift to tourism as a
development strategy. I will then explain how the separate issues of tourism growth and
environmental protection melded to create a situation that not only spawned Costa Rican
ecotourism, but in which ecotourism is now essential for the survival of both. I will then
discuss specific legislation and policies enacted by the Costa Rican government to help
promote ecotourism.
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Diversity of Costa Rica
Costa Rica is small geographically, covering only about 19,600 square miles, an
area just less than that of West Virginia(Evans, 1999). However,the country is
exceptional with regards to biodiversity. Costa Rica contains 5% ofthe planet s
biodiversity within a mere 0.035% of earth’s surface area(Honey, 1999). It is estimated
that over 850 species of birds, 220 species of reptiles, 160 species of amphibians, 280
species of mammals, 130 species of freshwater fish, and tens ofthousands ofinsect
species can be found in Costa Rica(Evans, 1999). The country also contains at least
9000 species of vascular plants, of which 1200 are various orchids and 1260-1500 are
different species of trees(Weaver 1994; Evans, 1999). Scientists attribute this high level
of biodiversity to three factors. First, Costa Rica is part of a land bridge between North
and South America that developed fairly recently in geological terms. The Central
American corridor developed during the Pliocene era, between three and four million
years ago (Evans, 1999). The isthmus became a bottleneck and filter for the transfer of
species between two continents in which species evolved independently(Weaver, 1998).
Costa Rica’s tropical climate and geology were the other factors that contributed to the
country’s biodiversity. Costa Rica is extremely diverse geologically, ranging in elevation
from sea level to 3819 meters within a distance of only fifty kilometers(Weaver, 1998).
Three mountain chains, the Central, Guanacaste, and Talamanca, cut through the country
on a north/south axis(Evans, 1999). These extreme variations in elevation, coupled with
variations in precipitation, make for a wide variety of environments within Costa Rica s
small land area. Biologist Leslie R. Holdridge identified twelve distinct life zones in
Costa Rica based on temperature, rainfall, evaporation, humidity, and elevation (Evans,
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1999). Other scientists have identified over twenty life zones(Weaver, 1998). By all
accounts, the wide variety of environments in Costa Rica allows for high amounts of
specialization, contributing to the high rate of biodiversity (Evans, 1999).

The Beginnings of Conservation in Costa Rica
The natural history described above has played a major role in Costa Rica’s social
and political development, allowing the country to develop differently from many of its
neighbors. Estimates of the pre-European indigenous population in Costa Rica vary
widely: from 27,000 to 400,000. The indigenous population practiced a technique known
as swidden agriculture, wherein small patches of rainforest were burned and cleared to
support crops. Fields were abandoned after a few years to allow forest regrowth for soil
maintenance. Anthropologists generally agree that these groups practiced only
subsistence agriculture and their methods were sustainable for the land area they
inhabited. This observation has led some to argue that the conservation ethic in Costa
Rica can be traced back to pre-settlement times(Evans, 1999).
Costa Rica’s natural history was vital in determining European settlement patterns
there. Costa Rica was disregarded by the Spanish during the colonial era for a variety of
reasons. At first glance, there was very little for the Spanish to exploit easily in Costa
Rica. No obvious sources of gold or other precious minerals were noticeable, and the
indigenous population was small and not concentrated. The high biodiversity and
extremely variable terrain that make Costa Rica so unique today, made travel extremely
difficult and European-style agriculture unfeasible. Costa Rica was also far from its
controlling audiencia of Guatemala City, so the area was even more ignored by the
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colonial government and society (Evans, 1999). Because ofthese factors, only a few
thousand Spaniards inhabited Costa Rica between 1502 and 1821. Environmental impact
during this era was low, with most settlement centered in the central valley, or Meseta
Central (Molina and Palmer, 1998).
Development patterns in Costa Rica changed drastically in the 1830s, when it

was

discovered that the volcanic mountain terrain surrounding the Meseta Central was ideal
for the production of coffee(Evans, 1999). Coffee production expanded rapidly
throughout the area, and coffee quickly became Costa Rica’s primary export. Coffee
came to dominate the economy to such an extent that between 1850 and 1890, it
represented close to ninety percent ofthe value of Costa Rica’s exports(Molina and
Palmer, 1998).
The timing and circumstances ofthe coffee boom shaped Costa Rican political,
economic, and social history. First, the coffee boom came after 1821, the year in which
Spanish control was eliminated in both Mexico and Central America(Molina and Palmer,
1998). This meant that the bulk of Costa Rica’s economic development came dunng a
time of unregulated trade, so local producers could access world markets directly without
having to trade through Spain. The open trading environment and the highly technical
nature of coffee production led to the recruitment offoreign scientists to work in Costa
Rica. This began a pattern of scientific investment that would later have strong impacts
on Costa Rican conservation history (Evans, 1999). Also, coffee production began in the
Meseta Central and its surrounding mountains, areas where small-scale agriculture had
been the major economic force during the eighteenth century. Coffee production in Costa
Rica, then, developed primarily on small, family-owned cafeterias(coffee farms) rather
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than on the massive plantations common to other single-export-dominated countries in
the region. This resulted in the growth of a strong middle class interested in social issues
such as education and provided a stable base for Costa Rica’s economy and democracy.
These small landowners also proved to be more responsible land managers than the land
barons of other countries. As early as the 1830s, the government began to address
conservation issues. It issued decrees in 1833 and 1846 in an effort to preserve some
forested areas. In 1853, hunting laws were passed to conserve game species. Forested
areas were set aside for protection along the Camino del Norte in 1863, and in 1888 a
decree was issued protecting watershed areas(Evans, 1999).
Costa Rica changed significantly toward the end ofthe 19th century, as the
economy diversified with the growth and export of bananas. Bananas entered Costa Rica
in the late 1870s and by 1910 equaled coffee in export earnings(Molina and Palmer,
1998). The banana industry challenged the existing social and economic structure ofthe
country. Because banana plantations are labor, land, and capital intensive, the banana
industry was primarily open to large foreign-dominated corporations, excluding the
small-scale Costa Rican farmers. Banana crops required a different type of climate than
coffee, thriving in the tropical lowlands rather than in the central valley(Bouman et al,
2000). The banana economy therefore grew up along Costa Rica’s Caribbean coast, an
area that until this point had been undeveloped because rugged terrain separated it from
the central valley (Evans, 1999).
Banana plantation development drastically altered the landscape of the area.
resulting in massive deforestation. Large amounts of forest were cleared to make way for
the plantations. The American corporation United Fruit alone cleared close to 185,000
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acres between 1900 and 1965 (Evans, 1999). As plantation soils were exhausted, which
took a maximum of seven years with banana crops, owners simply moved on to new
lands and cleared more forests. Forestlands were also cleared to grow crops and graze
cattle to provide food for plantation workers. Finally, as workers moved to rural areas to
work on banana plantations, they often cleared plots ofland on which to live and grow
crops for their families(Evans, 1999).
International interest in Costa Rica grew around the turn ofthe twentieth century
also, because the country was considered a potential site for a trans-isthmus canal.
Though the country was eventually passed over as a canal site, the international attention
had very positive effects for Costa Rica. The canal speculation brought a host of
international scientists to the country to study the possibility. Many ofthese scientists,
particularly those of the United States, were taken by the unique biodiversity of Costa
Rica and remained in the country. This enhanced Costa Rica’s status in the scientific
community,so that by 1914, the country had become the main focus for scientific
research in Central America(Evans, 1999).
Because of the increased deforestation mentioned above, the government began to
address conservation issues more in the early 20th century. These efforts stressed
sustainable use of resources (Steinberg, 2001). In 1906, the legislative assembly called
on the executive office to recommend a general policy for the country’s forests. Because
of the work of conservationists like Enrique Jimenez Nunez, who later served as Costa
Rica’s Secretary of State, the legislature passed the Ley de Quemas in 1909. This law set
strict guidelines for the use of fire in the clearing of lands. In 1913, Poas volcano was
labeled “protected,” and 600-foot areas along the coasts and 800-foot areas on either side
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of rivers were declared to be the country’s first “national forests.” Laws 52 and 68,
passed in 1923, forbade the dumping of wastes in rivers and called for the protection of
the country’s watersheds(Evans, 1999). These early attempts at conservation, however,
were largely ineffective, as no actual enforcement authority was created by the legislature
(Steinberg, 2001).
Not until after Costa Rica’s 1948 revolution under the leadership of Jose Figueres
Ferrer, known to Costa Ricans as Don Pepe, were conservation issues addressed in any
enforceable manner. In 1949, a forestry division was added to the Ministry of
Agriculture and Livestock (hereafter MAG)with the objective of developing a national
forestry policy. In 1953, the Legislative Assembly passed a Soil and Water Conservation
Law which mandated soil studies on agricultural lands to determine rational use. This
law also allowed MAG to select areas for designation as national parks, forests, and
common use areas. When the Costa Rican Tourism Institute (hereafter ICT)was founded
in 1955, it was given the authority to create and maintain a national parks system.
However,the ICT never exercised this authority(Evans, 1999).
By 1960, support was mounting for government preservation efforts from many
sectors of society (Lowry, 1998). Both Costa Rican and international biologists, whose
numbers had increased even more during the 1950s, lobbied for preservation efforts.
Ordinary Costa Ricans themselves also provided considerable public support for
preservation efforts(Lowry, 1998). Finally, the ever-increasing deforestation was
reaching alarming proportions, so that Costa Rica retained only fifty-three percent of its
forest cover by 1950(Weaver, 1998). Government officials were forced to acknowledge
the loss of watersheds and soil erosion nationwide(Lowry, 1998).

19

The first governmental efforts to lower the deforestation rates focused on land
colonization. The Legislative Assembly passed the Law of Lands and Colonizations in
1961 in an effort to regulate colonization of public lands for agricultural purposes and
settle disputes between squatters and private landowners. This law created the Institute
of Lands and Colonizations (hereafter ITCO)to determine which lands were viable for
agricultural use, oversee the colonization oflands deemed acceptable for agricultural use,
and establish national reserves for areas such as watersheds, riverways, and volcanoes
(Evans, 1999). The first national nature reserve under ITCO was created in 1965 at Cabo
Blanco on the Nicoya Peninsula(Evans, 1999).
Over the next three years, concern grew within certain government agencies,
particularly MAG,over the need for more conservation areas and the lack of a standard
set of guidelines for protected area management(Evans, 1999). Then minister of
agriculture and livestock Guillermo Yglesias headed a government commission to draft
legislation for forestry policy. The commission’s work led to the single most important
piece of legislation in Costa Rican conservation history, the Forestry Law of 1969. The
Ley Forestal was passed by the Legislative Assembly on November 25, 1969 after
receiving tremendous support from local governments and the public nationwide (Evans,
1999). The Forestry Law established guidelines for timber harvesting in the nation s
forests and strict penalties for infractions. To ensure that these guidelines were carried
out, the law created the General Forestry Directorate (hereafter DGF)within MAG. The
law also called for the establishment of a national parks system under the control of the
DGF and dictated that lands established as forest reserves, national parks, or protected
zones were closed to agricultural colonization (Evans, 1999).
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In 1970, the DGF chose Mario Boza to be the first director ofthe National Parks
Department in Costa Rica(Lowry, 1998; Steinberg, 2001) Boza had a master s degree
in forestry from the Inter-American Institute of Agricultural Sciences, had studied the
United States National Parks Service, and worked within the planning office at MAG
(Steinberg, 2001; Evans, 1999). Boza hired Alvaro Ugalde, a friend and fellow alumni of
the University of Costa Rica, to help establish the National Parks Service. In 1970,
Cahuita National Monument became the first area to be protected under the Forestry
Law. In the following year, the first national park was established at Poas Volcano
(Evans, 1999).
This began a period of rapid expansion for the National Parks System. Boza and
Ugalde used political connections, particularly the influence of First Lady Karen Olsen
Figueres, to facilitate the creation of new parks and secure authority over designated park
lands. They worked to procure necessary funding from the government, and
supplemented the Parks System budget by raising funds from international sources. As a
result of their hard work, the park system grew from three protected areas in 1970 to
seventeen protected areas in 1978(Steinberg, 2001). In 1977, as a result of the National
Parks Act, the National Park System was shifted out ofthe DGF and made a general
directorate under MAG(Lowry, 1998). This shift created the Servicio de Parques
Nacionales (hereafter SPN), giving the parks service much more autonomy in decision
making and allowing the SPN to expropriate lands for the creation of parks(Lowry,
1998; Evans, 1999). In 1979, Boza helped establish the National Parks Foundation, a
nongovernmental organization used to raise supplemental funding for the national parks
system from external sources(Lowry, 1998).
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In the early 1980s, the SPN faced severe budget cuts as a result of a national
economic crisis that began in 1979(Evans, 1999). Costa Rican foreign debt rose to $3.8
billion dollars by 1984, causing a doubling of unemployment rates from 4.3 percent in
1979 to 8.7 percent in 1982(Molina and Palmer, 1998; Evans, 1999). Inflation also
soared, averaging 48 percent between 1980 and 1982(Evans, 1999). From 1980 to 1986,
the SPN budget was cut by at least 80 percent, leading to reductions in staff, equipment,
and maintenance for the parks. Boza and Ugalde worked with international conservation
and aid groups through the National Parks Foundation to raise international funding to
supplement their government budget(Lowry, 1998). Thanks to the international
fundraising campaign, the commitment of President Rodrigo Carazo, and the increase in
international interest in conservation during this time mentioned in Chapter 1, the park
service was able to incorporate another 583,000 acres between 1978 and 1982. This
more than doubled the amount of land under protection in the national park system and
drew international attention to conservation interests in Costa Rica(Evans, 1999).

Tourism in Costa Rica
The first governmental effort to promote tourism came in 1931, with the creation
of the National Tourism Board (ICT,2002). Tourism grew slowly over the next forty
years, with most international tourists coming from surrounding Central American
countries(Boo, 1990). The next major step in the history of Costa Rican tourism came in
1955, when the National Tourism Board was reorganized and renamed the Institute
Costarricense de Turismo (ICT, 2002). The Costa Rican government has stressed
tourism as a form of development since the early 1980s in an effort to rebound from the
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economic crisis discussed above. The country’s political history of peace and stability,
along with its reputation for receptiveness to foreigners, led to massive growth in the
tourism industry. By 1993 tourism had become Costa Rica’s top foreign exchange earner
(Honey, 1999). Until the mid-1980s, however, tourism strategies focused mainly on the
“three S’s,” sea, sun, and sand, introduced in Chapter I(Weaver, 1998). The Costa Rican
government, for instance, offered tax incentives to encourage massive coastal resort
complexes through its 1985 Tourism Development Incentives Law. To be eligible for
these tax breaks, investors had to promise large establishments with at least twenty rooms
(Honey, 1999).
Over the course ofthe 1980s, the shift towards more sustainable development
options described in Chapter One occurred throughout the world (Honey, 1999).
International tourism consumers placed new emphasis on sustainable, more
environmentally and culturally friendly forms oftourism, and the tourism industry
responded to these consumer choices. With the extensive system of protected areas and
established international reputation for conservation described above, Costa Rica was
well prepared to prosper from this shift. The country has around twenty-eight percent of
its total area under some form of protection (see Figure 1)(Weaver, 1998). Ecotourism
in Costa Rica grew around the parks system and other government protected areas. As
tourists visited parks and protected areas, locals opened businesses to provide for the
needs of travelers. Small-scale ecolodges and restaurants grew up around park areas.
Also, private reserves were created to provide areas for activities such as scientific study,
excursions, and the sustainable harvest of rainforest products.
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Fiaure
1: Protected Areas in Costa Rica as of 2004
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International tourism has increased dramatically since 1985 (see Figure 2), and
ecotourism has grown with it. The growth in ecotourism is evidenced by the increase in
visits to government protected areas during this period. The number of international
visitors to government protected areas in Costa Rica grew from around 70,000 in 1986 to
268,774 in 1996 (Weaver, 1998). In 2001, the number of international visitors to
protected areas was 377.109 (Sistema Nacional de Areas de Conservacion, 200j>).
Including Costa Rican nationals, overall park visitation has grown

from 579.817 in 1992

to 834,070 in 2001 (Sistema Nacional de Areas de Conservacion, 2003).
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Figure 2: International Tourist Arrivals to Costa Rica
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The government first acknowledged the increase in ecotourism by including
‘nature and adventure tourism’ as one offour areas of emphasis in the national Tourism
Development Strategy of 1984-1990(Weaver, 1998). The government has also
recognized the importance of government protected areas for ecotourism and has made
efforts to further protect them. In an effort to curb bureaucracy and departmental
infighting in the protected areas system, the government created a central agency to
oversee all protected areas in 1996. The National System of Conservation Areas
(hereafter SINAC)assumed management and planning responsibilities for protected areas
that were previously divided amongst the Wildlife and Wildlands office, DFG,and SPN
(Evans, 1999). The government has also offered incentives for the creation of buffer
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zones of private reserves around protected lands in order to preserve biodiversity within
these areas. Landowners who register private reserves with SINAC receive government
protection from illegal squatters, real estate and fixed asset tax exemptions, and technical
support for projects on their reserves(Honey, 1999). Finally, the government raised
park fees for international visitors from $1 to $6 between the years of 1994 and 1996 and
redirected more of this money to the park service budget(Weaver, 1998; Honey, 1999).
In 1996, international tourist arrivals to Costa Rica dropped for the first time since
the mid-1980s(see Figure 2). Many reasons were cited for the decline, including rising
urban crime rates, recent attacks on tourists, and high prices in comparison to other
destinations in the region (Honey, 1999). One reason was of particular importance to the
ecotourism industry. Some observers claimed that Costa Rica was losing its reputation as
a “green' destination because of pollution, continued deforestation, and “ecotourism lite
or “greenwashing,” whereby companies market themselves as “green

industries to

capitalize on the ecotourism market, but do not actually practice sustainable policies or
adhere to ecotourism standards(Honey, 1999; Honey,2003).
The government responded to the drop with a campaign to promote tourism
through advertising and tax breaks for tourism businesses(Honey, 1999). Policies were
also pursued to protect Costa Rica’s ecotourism reputation(Honey 2003). Most notably,
in 1997 the government created a voluntary sustainability rating system called the
Certification for Sustainable Tourism Program (hereafter CST). The program

was

developed in conjunction by the Sustainability Programs Department of the Costa Rica
Tourist Board and the Costa Rica National Accreditation Commission in an attempt to
promote environmental sustainability in businesses throughout the tourism industry and
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to help ecotourists distinguish real ecotourism businesses from “ecotourism lite”(CSX,
2005; Honey, 2003).
The CSX program rates tourism businesses on a scale ofzero to five based on
their fulfillment of a standardized set of sustainability criteria. An on-site evaluation is
conducted using a survey of 153 questions. These questions address sustainability in four
major areas: physical-biological environment, hotel facilities, customers, and socio
economic environment. These main categories are further divided into twenty descriptor
areas.^ Each question is assigned a point score, and points are awarded if the business
meets sustainability standards for the descriptor. Points are totaled and percentage scores
are assigned for each of the four main categories. The business receives a rating
according to the lowest percentage score received. The CSX uses the lowest score in
order to spur businesses to actively pursue sustainability in all categories. The CSX
Program began rating hotels in 1997, with plans to eventually include travel agencies and
service and activity providers as well(CSX,2005).
In this chapter, I have described the history of conservation and tourism in Costa
Rica. I have outlined the development of Costa Rica’s extensive system of protected
areas and have discussed how ecotourism developed around this system. I have also
described government efforts to promote and facilitate ecotourism in the last twenty
years. In the next chapter, I will present a series of case studies that will illustrate three
major ecotourism models in Costa Rica. I will provide examples of each ecotourism
model and discuss the economic and environmental viability and impacts of these
endeavors. Analysis of these case studies will allow me to answer my central research
question. Can a business meet the definitional requirements of ecotourism according to
■ For a full description of the CST rating system, see Appendix 1.
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Martha Honey’s seven characteristics and at the same time be both economically and
environmentally viable?

I
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CHAPTER III:
CASE STUDIES OF ECOTOURISM IN COSTA RICA

In this chapter, I will present case studies of specific ecotourism endeavors in
Costa Rica. The sites selected are not intended to provide a representative sample of the
entire ecotourism industry in Costa Rica, which would be outside the scope of this
project, but rather were selected as examples of different approaches to ecotourism that
exist within the country. Before selecting the specific cases, I reviewed literature on a
number of different sites in Costa Rica. Each potential case study site was examined
according to Martha Honey’s seven characteristics:(1)involves travel to natural
destinations;(2) minimizes impact;(3) builds environmental awareness;(4) provides
direct financial benefits for conservation;(5) provides financial benefits and
empowerment for local people;(6)respects local culture;(7)supports human rights and
democratic movements(Honey, 1999: 22-24). Because a stable democracy, strong
human rights record, and politically-active citizenry are such a strong part of the Costa
Rican culture, the seventh characteristic was difficult to measure directly for individual
Costa Rican ecotourism businesses. I determined that potential sites could fulfill this
characteristic tlii'ough indirect involvement. This includes practices that promote a more
equal distribution of wealth within the society, and practices that promote the
empowerment of certain sectors of society which have historically been
undeiTepresented, such as women,indigenous peoples, and the rural poor. I carefully
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chose three example sites, each meeting the definitional requirements and representing a
different type of ecotourism model.
The first case study site, representing an ecotourism industry that is totally
dependent on a government protected area, is Tortuguero. I chose Tortuguero in part
because I had visited the site on a previous trip to Costa Rica. I knew that ecotourism in
Tortuguero was economically viable, but I had no knowledge of the environmental
viability of the industry.
The second case study examines Finca Rosa Blanca Country Inn, an individual
ecolodge on a private nature reserve. To counter my previous site choice based on
economic viability, I chose the second site based on environmental sustainability, with no
prior knowledge about its economic viability. I identified Finca Rosa Blanca as one of
two sites in Costa Rica to receive the government’s highest rating for sustainability.
The last case study example was chosen because it was the best representation of
an ecotourism model that is very important in Costa Rica: a scientific research station
based in a private reserve. La Selva Biological Station is not only one ofthe most
productive research stations in Costa Rica, but also includes a traditional ecotourism
aspect as well.

Case Study 1: Tortuguero
The first ecotourism model evaluated in this study is that of an ecotourism
industry located within or directly on the border of a government protected area, so that
the industry is totally dependent on that government protected area. This model is
represented by the village of Tortuguero. Data used in this study regarding the location.
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economic history, and early development of ecotourism in Tortuguero are drawn
primarily from a series of academic journal articles published by Dr. Susan Place (Place,
1988; Place 1991; Place 1995). Place conducted field research in Tortuguero for eight
months in 1986. Her work focused on the effects of the creation of Tortuguero National
Park on the population of the village. She returned in 1993 to assess the changes to the
area during that time period (Place, 1995).
Information on the current ecotourism industry in Tortuguero was obtained from a
World Wildlife Federation report by Sebastian Troeng and Carlos Drews on the
economic aspects of marine turtle use and conservation (Troeng and Drews,2004). This
report discusses the various models for marine turtle use and conservation worldwide and
their economic costs and benefits. Case studies are included from marine turtle sites
worldwide, including Tortuguero. Statistics on sea turtle populations and nesting patterns
were taken from the World Wildlife Federation report and a scientific journal article on
this subject by Sebastian Troeng and Eddy Rankin(Troeng and Rankin, 2005).
Additional data were obtained from the Sistema Nacional de Areas de Conservacion of
Costa Rica and by personal communication with Sebastian Troeng (Area de
Conservacion Tortuguero, unpublished data).
Tortuguero is a small community located on the Caribbean coast in the
northeastern section of Costa Rica. The village is located on a coastal peninsula bordered
to the east by the Caribbean and to the west by the Lagunas del Tortuguero coastal inlet
(Place, 1995). The coastal side of this peninsula represents the single largest green turtle
rookery (nesting ground) in the Atlantic basin (Troeng and Rankin, 2005). Tortuguero
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village itself is located on the northern section of the peninsula and bordered directly to
the south by Tortuguero National Park.
Figure 3: Location Map for Tortuguero, Costa Rica
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Tortuguero National Park was established by executive decree in 1970 and
written into law by the Costa Rican Legislative Assembly in 1975 (Troeng and Rankin,
2005). The park was created in large pait to protect the major green sea turtle rookery
that exists on the coastline at Tortuguero. Tortuguero National Park includes thirty
kilometers of the thirty-five kilometer nesting beach between the mouths of the
Tortuguero and Parismina rivers (Place, 1988). Inland from the beach, 20,000 hectares of
lowland tropical rainforest are also included in the park. At the time of the park's
creation, this area of Costa Rica was lai-gely uninhabited. Poor natural drainage, a
climate marked by massive amounts of rainfall, and dense tropical vegetation inhibited
the building of infrastructure such as roads and bridges. In fact, the village of Tortuguero
was the only sizable human settlement in the area around the parklaiids at the time ot
establishment (Place, 1988). Today, Tortuguero National Park represents a biological
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island in that deforestation from logging has occurred up to the park’s borders (Place,
1988).
The creation of Tortuguero National Park significantly altered the economic base
of the community of Tortuguero. Historically, the community’s economy had been based
upon natural resource extraction, leading to a series of boom and bust economic cycles
throughout its history (Place, 1988). Tortuguero was founded around the turn ofthe
twentieth century to make use ofthe natural Caribbean green sea turtle rookery that
existed on the island. Villagers collected turtles and turtle eggs for subsistence and for
sale on the international market(Place, 1988). Turtle meat and eggs provided a main
protein source for inhabitants during the turtle nesting season, July to September, and
excess turtles and eggs were sold in Limon, a large port city 80 kilometers south. Turtle
calipee,^ a major ingredient ofturtle soup, was the major export from Tortuguero.
Earnings from the turtle industry varied greatly according to world market prices during
this period, ending in a significant decline as Costa Rica enacted legislation banning the
collection of turtles and eggs in 1963 and the export of calipee in 1969(Place, 1988,
Troeng and Rankin, 2005). As of 1988,the turtling industry had no notable influence on
economic opportunities or income in Tortuguero (Place, 1988).
Logging entered the Tortuguero area in the 1940s and dominated the local
economy in the 1950s and 1960s(Place, 1991). The logging boom brought sawmills to
the village, providing employment opportunities and leading to an estimated four-fold
increase in population during this period (Place, 1991). The population increase and
economic boost from logging brought services such as a school, general store, mess hall,
and visits from a doctor to the community for the first time (Place, 1988). Valuable
^ Calipee refers to the cartilage siurounding the bones on the bottom portion of a turtle’s shell.
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timber species in the Tortuguero area were exhausted by the beginning ofthe 1970s,
leading to a collapse in the timber industry in the village (Place, 1991). In 1972, the last
sawmill closed, leaving few economic opportunities for the community (Place, 1988).
The decline of the timber industry caused an economic depression that led to a large-scale
migration out of the village during the late 1960s and early 1970s. Lack of census data
during this period of highest emigration rates makes exact quantification ofthe outward
migration impossible. In her study of Tortuguero in the mid-1980s, Place used the only
census data available, that from 1973 and 1984, to show that even after the period of
highest migration, population still decreased another 2.2% during this period (Place,
1988). This decrease occurred even with the high birth rates recorded during this period
(Place, 1988). During this economic depression, remaining villagers were forced to
resort largely to subsistence farming and hunting to survive. The geographic isolation of
the community prevented inclusion into the mainstream Costa Rican economy to the
extent that even basic supplies could not be acquired from the outside world (Place,
1988).
The completion of a canal linking the Lagunas del Tortuguero with an inland
waterway near Limon in the early 1970s, along with the creation of Tortuguero National
Park in 1975, broke the isolation and changed the economic base ofthe community
(Place, 1988). The creation of the park placed restrictions on the use ofthe natural
resources in the area surrounding Tortuguero. At this point, villagers were basically
forced to begin the shift from an economy based on resource extraction to one based on
resource protection (Place, 1991). The creation of the park seems to have had somewhat
of a negative impact on famiing around the village. Farms that fell within the proposed
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boundaries of the park were expropriated with payment from the Costa Rican National
Park Service, but these represent a very small number. Place found in her 1986 survey"^
that only five of the remaining villagers had owned farmlands that were expropriated
when the park was created (Place, 1988). More important were the opportumties for
alternative types of employment that the park provided. Creation ofthe park provided
direct jobs within the park service and jobs within the associated tourism industry (Place
1988). The job opportunities provided a source of currency for the village which, when
coupled with increased ease of transportation, allowed villagers to buy food supplies in
Limon (Place, 1988).
By 1986, Place found in her household survey that ecotourism dominated the
economy of Tortuguero, with a majority of residents participating directly or indirectly in
tourist services (Place, 1988). The two largest employers in the village, the Tortuga
Lodge sport fishing hotel and the Caribbean Conservation Corps’ Casa Verde research
station, were both ecotourism businesses owned by interests from outside the village.
Much of the work at these facilities was seasonal, corresponding to the turtle nesting
season (Place, 1988). In one section of her survey, Place attempted to evaluate the results
of the economic shift to ecotourism in terms of standard of living by asking villagers if
their standard of living was better, about the same, or worse than it was 10 to 15 years
before the time of the interview (i.e., before the establishment ofthe park)(Place, 1988).
Of the 21 residents who responded to the question, ten felt their standard of living was

Place researched ecotourism in Tortuguero in 1983 and 1986. In 1986, she conducted a household survey
in the village, attempting to include as much of the adult population of the village as possible. The survey
was conducted in the form of a three-part questionnaire addressing current economic activities of
household members, current diet and diet before the establishment ofthe national park, and family history
and differences in well-being of the family and village in the years since the creation of the park. Twentyseven of the twenty-nine households in the villages participated (Place, 1988). No exact number of
respondents is listed, even though multiple adult respondents from the same households were allowed.
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worse, five thought their standard of living was about the same,and six concluded that
standard of living was better. Respondents who claimed a lower standard ofliving since
the creation of the park blamed high unemployment and inflation (Place, 1988).
Based on these survey results. Place indicated that the standard ofliving had
generally declined since the establishment ofthe national park, but that ecotourism had
somewhat made up for the economic losses that resulted from restrictions on natural
resource exploitation (Place, 1988). This conclusion cannot be evaluated, however,
because it appears that no standard set of variables was used to determine standard of
living for each candidate. In trying to explain the responses ofthe villagers who claimed
higher standards of living at the time of the study. Place wrote that two ofthe six had
“non-economic reasons based on age or health” and that “[t]he other four were better off
either directly or indirectly because ofthe park”(Place, 1988: 47). Though these
statements were intended to explain anomalies, they illustrate an underlying flaw in this
section ofthe study; no working definition of‘standard of living’ was established.
Therefore, the responses to this question were dependent entirely on the individual
perceptions of respondents rather than on any quantifiable variables that can be
standardized and compared.
I believe that the perceived lower standard ofliving noted in Place’s study
resulted from a period of economic shift rather than from the superiority of a natural
resource extraction economic base over a base of ecotourism. Most ofthe survey
participants who claimed a lower standard of living in Place’s study cited high
unemployment and inflation as primary causes(Place, 1988). While no data exists to
determine the extent of these problems, high unemployment and rises in prices did occur
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in Tortuguero during the decade after the park was created (Place, 1988). These variables
can be explained by a period of economic transition and integration into the national
economy. The unemployment during this period was largely a remnant ofthe wide-scale
unemployment after the collapse of the logging industry. Place notes that after the
closing of the last sawmill in 1972, Tortuguero was cut offfrom the outside world (Place,
1988). This meant not only physical but also economic isolation from the rest ofthe
country. With no economic opportunities, residents relied on subsistence hunting and
fanning, so that formal employment was basically nonexistent before 1975. The creation
of the park and opening of the canal, as described above, made farming less necessary.
Some residents found employment with the national park service, providing an influx of
cash into the local economy. An informal service sector grew that allowed for transfer of
cash among villagers. Because of the canal, residents could use this cash to buy food
goods rather than grow them. Since most residents were involved in the informal sector
and job opportunities were limited, formal unemployment was still high in the village.
The reentrance into the outside economy also helps to explain price inflation in
the village. Reintegration into the national economy meant that the villagers had to deal
with all the inflation of the years since their removal all at once. In other words, villagers
with price concepts from the early 1970s entered markets with prices of the late 1970s.
This shock was exacerbated when Costa Rica experienced an economic crisis in 1979,
causing inflation and unemployment to soar nation-wide in the early 1980s. Inflation in
Costa Rica averaged around 48 percent from 1980 to 1982, and the nation’s
unemployment rate doubled from 4.3 percent in 1979 to 8.7 percent in 1982(Evans,
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1999). These factors could easily account for the perceived lower standard of living
found in Place's study.
Ecotourism developed very slowly during the decade after the creation ofthe park
so that by 1986, the year of Place’s study, the area was still experiencing an economic
transition. One reason for slow industry development is that the concept of ecotourism
did not fully develop until the 1980s. Throughout the 1970s, the Costa Rican government
stressed traditional mass-resort tourism rather than the small-scale nature tourism that
eventually grew in Tortuguero. Also, the large growth in nature and ecotourism
worldwide discussed in Chapter I did not begin until the mid-1980s. This can be seen
clearly in the annual tourism records from Tortuguero National Park. Note that the
number of total annual visitors to the park increased more than 100-fold during the period
from 1980 to 1993. Also, it is important to note the dramatic rise in the number of
foreign tourists visiting the park beginning in the mid-1980s. This coincides with the
increased international emphasis on ecotourism, the noted rise in the popularity of naturebased tourism world-wide, and the Costa Rican government’s shift to ecotourism

as an

economic strategy.
There were local reasons for the slow development ofecotourism, as well. Most
notably. Place found in 1986 that residents were largely unaware of the economic
potential of park-based tourism. Even though a large majority of residents depended
either directly or indirectly on park-based tourism at the time ofthe study, many were
only beginning to recognize the potential of nature tourism as a sustaining economic
force (Place, 1991). This can be at least partly explained by the fact that the government
did very little to ease the transition at the time of the creation ofthe park. No government
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programs, such as infrastructure projects or economic development incentives, were
established to help the village economy shift from extractive to non-extractive resource
uses (Place, 1991). Also, the lack ofinvestment capital in the village prevented
ecotourism development. At the time of Place’s study, only two full-scale lodges existed,
and both were foreign-owned (Place, 1988). Also, both establishments were extremely
specialized, one a scientific research station and one a sport-fishing outpost. Only two
local cabinas, or lodges, and two local comedores, or restaurants, existed in 1986(Place,
1988). All four of these businesses were opened only after initial tourism, based on
external investment, established a flow of cash into the village economy.

Table 1: Attendance Data for Tortuguero National Park
Year

1980
1981
1982
1983
1984
1985
1986
1987
1988
1989*
1990
1991
1992
1993

Foreign visitors to
Tortuguero
National Park
n.a.
296
355
n.a.
843
n.a.
1032
n.a.
1710
2841
8052
15257
19691
25263

Costa Rican visitors to
Tortuguero National

Park
n.a.
378
488
n.a.
1020
n.a.
972
n.a.
1066
429
1122
389
50
227

Total visitors to
Tortuguero National
Park
226
674
843
n.a.
1863
n.a.
2004
n.a.
2776
3270
9207
15646
19741
25490

Source: Compiled from Place, 1988 and unpublished data from the Area de
Conservacion Tortuguero, SINAC
* Data incomplete for 1989. Only seven months of visitor data listed.
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However, even at this point it was apparent that the ecotourism market in
Tortuguero was expanding. Local residents had begun opening small kiosks to sell
snacks to visitors, and some residents had already begun serving as guides for tourist
groups (Place, 1988). In 1985, two Costa Rican travel agencies began operating boat
tours to the village, as well (Place, 1988). The agencies marketed primarily to Costa
Ricans during the first few years. However, with the rapid rise in international tounst
arrivals, shown in the data above, they began marketing primarily to international tourists
(Place, 1995). In 1990, both travel agencies opened hotels in the village marketed
towards foreign tourists (Place, 1995). By offering more amenities and targeting the
international market, these lodges were able to charge higher prices and were very
successful, causing even more growth in the industry. However,the amenities demanded
by foreign tourists required a large initial capital input which excluded most villagers
from the development. Place argued that the rapid growth and ownership from outside
the community was “reducing the opportunity for village entrepreneurs to become
involved in the tourism business other than as menial employees in dead-end jobs”
(Place, 1995). More recent data shows that this argument did not hold true, with
residents today benefiting from ecotourism in a variety of ways.
Today, Tortuguero village is quite different than it was even in the mid-1990s.
Ecotourism is still the economic base ofthe village, but the industry has expanded
tremendously, offering many new opportunities to villagers and providing benefits to the
local environment. The town has grown significantly from 150 residents in 1986 to 526
in the 2000 census data, as people have immigrated to take advantage of ecotourism job
opportunities (Troeng and Drews, 2004). Today, there are 25 hotels and hostels in the
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village area, offering 441 rooms to tourists. Using the Costa Rican Tourism Institute’s
figure of 0.6 direct jobs created per room,265 jobs are directly generated by the hotel
industry alone in Tortuguero (Troeng and Drews, 2004). This means that if villagers
worked in no other capacity than in the hotels, more than half ofthe village would be
employed directly in the ecotourism industry.
Another major source of employment in the industry is the nightly turtle tours.
There are 235 guides licensed to lead turtle tours in Tortuguero National Park. In 2002,
26,292 visitors engaged in these nightly tours based on tour guide permit statistics
(Troeng and Drews, 2004). As of 1999, village guides conducted 72% of all turtle tours,
and women comprised 20% of the local tour guides. The turtle tours represent a major
source of income for Tortuguero residents, as guides can make up to $100 per tour.
Prices for turtle tours range from $5-$25 dollars per person, and local guides averaged
351 tourists each during the 1999 breeding season (Troeng and Drews, 2004). This
allowed each local guide to receive between $1755 and $3510, or 2.1 to 4.1 times the
national minimum wage. The number of tourists participating in the turtle tours has
continually risen since 2000, so that now the economic opportunities for guides are even
better. Nor do the turtle tours represent the only means ofemployment for most guides.
Guides may also engage in canal tours and nature walks, or may be employed in one of
the hotels or restaurants during the day(Troeng and Drews, 2004).
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Table 2: Number of Turtle Walk Permits Issued Yearly
Year

Turtle walks permits
(no data prior to 1996)

1996

11,372

1997

13,572

1998

16,972

1999

20,885

2000

20,824

2001

21,785

2002

26,292

2003

32,854

Source: Unpublished data from the Area de Conservacidn Tortuguero, SINAC

Turtle-based ecotourism in Tortuguero accounts for an estimated $6,714,483 per
year. Much is lost in leakages to international and national owners outside the village,
$3,029,394 and $3,050,549 respectively. However,these leakages are expected with
foreign-oriented tourism. Roughly 9.6 percent of revenues, or $642,417, remains in the
village each year (Troeng and Drews,2004). While the remaining amount is low in
comparison with that of leakages, it is very high when compared to other villages in
Costa Rica with similar size and natural resources, but with different economic bases.
In their 2004 report on the economics of marine turtle use worldwide, Troeng and
Drews compared Tortuguero to the Costa Rican village of Ostional, a rural community on
the Pacific coast that also contains a large sea turtle population. In Ostional, however, the
local economy is based on an extractive use ofthe local sea turtles rather than on
ecotourism. A local cooperative of 235 residents participates in the sustainable collection
of sea turtle eggs. Revenue from cooperative efforts yields an estimated $1,011,615 per
year, with $809,292 in leakages to the national level. This leaves $202,323 per year at
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the local level, less than 1/3 ofthe revenue left at the local level in Tortuguero (Troeng
and Drews, 2004).
Ecotourism has been beneficial for the environment in and around Tortuguero as
well. Since the creation of Tortuguero National Park and the development ofthe
ecotourism industry, green sea turtle nesting has increased dramatically. Though
numbers for nesting in individual years vary widely, the overall nesting trend for
Tortuguero has shown an estimated increase of61% since 1986(Troeng and Rankin,
2005). Ecotourism has facilitated this increase in a number of ways. First of all,
ecotourism has provided more lucrative economic opportunities for villagers, making
extractive uses of turtles less attractive (Troeng and Rankin, 2005). This has also made
local community members less likely to engage in illegal hunting because so much ofthe
local economy depends on the turtles(Troeng and Drews,2004). Perhaps most
importantly, the increased number of people on the beaches for turtle tours and scientific
study has, by default, increased monitoring and reporting of illegal activities, thereby
discouraging the poaching of turtles and eggs(Troeng and Rankin, 2005).
This case study provides an example of how ecotourism has been successful in
both economic and environmental terms as the economic base for a community that
closely borders a national park. After a period of economic transition, the ecotourism
industry brought considerable economic growth to Tortuguero. Ecotourism has allowed
many local residents to attain levels of income two to four times that of the national
minimum wage and has provided higher levels of economic and social prosperity to the
community when compared to the economic base of another village with similar natural
resources. At the same time, ecotourism has facilitated the growth of the sea turtle
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population around Tortuguero, and represents the only non-extractive use of natural
resources the village has ever knovm.

Case Study 2:
The second ecotourism model identified in this study is that of a single ecolodge
located on a private reserve. This is the model that is most commonly associated with
ecotourism. The conventional ecolodge is a small to medium-size lodging, averaging
between 11 and 35 rooms, often independent and locally-owned (International Finance
Corporation, 2004; hereafter IFC). Three defining characteristics of an ecolodge, as
determined by The International Ecotourism Society, are “conservation of neighboring
lands, benefits to local communities, and interpretation to both local commimities and
guests”(IFC, 2004). The last characteristic, “interpretation to both local commumties
and guests,” is the ability to translate available attractions and services into experiences
that can be enjoyed by both the local community and tourists(IFC, 2004).
The ecolodge model is represented in this study by Finca Rosa Blanca Country
Inn. A large portion of the data for this case study was drawn from the Costa Rican
government’s voluntary Certification for Sustainable Tourism (hereafter CST)Program.
As stated in Chapter II, this program was established in 1997 as a way to rate the
sustainability of ecotourism businesses based on a 153 question on-site evaluation. I was
able to obtain the Finca Rosa Blanca County Inn’s evaluation sheet from the CST
Program. Another important data source for this section was a 2004 IFC(a division of
the World Bank)report on ecolodges. Additional data was obtained from the Finca Rosa
Blanca website and from personal communication with the site’s owner, Glenn Jampol.
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Finca Rosa Blanca is located on a 7.25-acre private reser\^e near the town of Santa
Barbara in Heredia province (Finca Rosa Blanca Country Inn, 2005; IFC, 2004). The inn
sits on a plateau in the mountains northwest of San Jose in the heart of the traditional
coffee-growing region. It overlooks the Central Valley and is only a fifteen-minute drive
from the international airport (Finca Rosa Blanca Country Inn, 2005). Finca Rosa Blanca
is a four-star hotel with nine rooms and a maximum capacity of thirty-three guests(CST,
2003; IFC. 2004). Rates for a double occupancy room at the hotel run from $180 to $270
per night, not including the 16.4 percent government tax (Finca Rosa Blanca Country Inn,
2005: IFC. 2004).

Figure 4: Location Map for Finca Rosa Blanca Country Inn
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Source: Finca Rosa Blanca Country Inn, 2005

Finca Rosa Blanca was founded in 1985 by Glenn and Teri Jampol. The Jampols
emigrated from the United States and have been permanent residents of Costa Rica since
the opening of the hotel (IFC, 2004). The couple has focused on environmentally-
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sustainable and socially-beneficial business practices at Finca Rosa Blanca. On the inn’s
website, Glenn Jampol writes that he and his wife “have always had one important goal
in mind: to leave the minimum possible trace of[their] existence”(Finca Rosa Blanca
Country Inn, 2005). To this end, the Jampols have pursued “an ambitious plan of
recycling and regeneration, social consciousness and education” at their ecolodge (Finca
Rosa Blanca Country Inn, 2005). They began by working to replenish the land at the
Finca Rosa Blanca site. Prior to purchase in 1985,the site was used as cattle-land. When
the Jampols assumed ownership, the land was stripped of vegetation as a result of overgrazing (IFC, 2004). They replanted the area with native tropical plant and tree species,
and created organic vegetable gardens and an organic coffee field. They also began a
comprehensive recycling program including both organic and inorganic wastes that
continues today.
From an administrative standpoint, sustainability is clearly addressed. Finca
Rosa Blanca management has published a manual with a defined sustainability mission, a
long-term sustainability plan, and descriptions of ongoing sustainability programs(CST,
2003). Brochures including the mission and policies are also available for the public.
Steps towards sustainability goals are recorded, as are any negative environmental
impacts. The management has also established specific environmental mitigation plans
to address possible environmental accidents and negative impacts(CST,2003).
Employees are trained according to the sustainability mission and policies, and are
actively included in meetings for the development of environmental activities and policy.
Incentives are offered by the management for employees who suggest improvements to
the sustainability policy(CST,2003).
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The hotel works to minimize the impact of direct human contact with the
environment in a number of ways. As stated above, the majority of plant and tree species
used in the hotel gardens are native species. Any non-native plants used in the gardens
are carefully contained so that they do not escape into the surrounding environment. The
vegetable and coffee gardens are maintained organically, using no anthropogenic
pesticides, herbicides, or fertilizers. The hotel staff also works to minimize human
alteration to the plants and animals in the area. Hotel facilities are designed to minimize
noise and light pollution, with lighting systems and noise sources placed so that they do
not alter the natural environment or the behavior of wild animals. Also, no wild animals
are maintained in captivity at the site. The staff also works to prevent artificial feeding of
animal species and the illegal harvest of native organisms by its guests(CST,2003). In
addition, the hotel pool is maintained with no chemicals, using an environmentallyfriendly copper-silver ionization system for filtration (IFC,2004).
Finca Rosa Blanca also mitigates environmental impact by way of its
consumption patterns. The hotel has plans and goals regulating energy and water
consumption. Both are monitored and logged monthly, and specific savings goals are
articulated regularly(CST,2003). Water and electrical systems are monitored and
maintained to prevent unnecessary leakages. Hotel staff and guests are urged to conserve
energy and water, and a number of devices and engineering techniques are used to
accomplish these goals. For instance, water-saving devices including tap aerators and
low-flow showerheads are used on faucets throughout the hotel, rainwater is collected
and utilized, and the swimming pool uses natural spring water instead of water from the
pipe system (CST,2003; IFC, 2004). Natural illumination, energy-efficient lighting
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systems, and solar water heating help lower energy use(CST,2003; IFC, 2004).
Insulation for the hotel’s hot water system also helps reduce energy use by minimizing
heat loss. Natural shade and ventilation helps reduce the amount of energy needed for air
conditioning, and solar heat is used to dry hotel linens, reducing energy expenditure on
laundry(CST,2003).
The hotel has an established consumption policy for goods as well, requiring that
only environmentally-friendly products are used and sold on site(CST,2003).
Employees are trained according to this policy, and a suppliers’ manual is used to ensure
that products meet the standards set by the consumption policy. Consumption of goods
in general is minimized, with much ofthe food served at the hotel being grown
organically on site. Products that are purchased, such as supplemental foods, cleaning
supplies, and cosmetic products, must be non-toxic and must be packaged in
biodegradable, reusable, or recyclable materials(CST,2003).
Finca Rosa Blanca also works to handle wastes that are generated in an
environmentally-friendly manner. The hotel operates a government-certified treatment
facility to clean wastewater before releasing it back into the environment. Solid waste
production is carefully monitored for composition and content, and solid wastes, both
organic and inorganic, are composted or recycled in the hotel recycling facility
mentioned above(CST,2003). Food wastes are converted into fertilizers for the organic
gardens in two ways. Some food wastes are used directly in the gardens. Large solid
wastes are deposited into drums in an on-site compost facility for later use along with
kitchen wastes, fireplace ashes, soil from the site, and calcium to neutralize any acidic
components (Finca Rosa Blanca Country Inn, 2005). Inorganic wastes including glass,
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metal, cardboard, and newspapers are separated and recycled in an on-site facility (Finca
Rosa Blanca Country Inn, 2005).
Finally, the hotel works towards its sustainability goals by educating guests about
native plants and animals and Costa Rican culture. Tree species in the hotel gardens are
labeled with local and scientific names, and literature about the native species in the
gardens is available to the guests. The hotel also promotes visitation ofthe national parks
and other protected areas, providing information and arranging guided tours for guests
(CST, 2003). Guests are asked to participate in water and energy conservation measures,
and recycling bins are provided in each room as well. Guests are invited to visit the
compost and recycling facilities, organic vegetable gardens, and organic coffee fields on
guided tours(IFC, 2004). The hotel also provides cultural and historical information for
guests. The meals served in the hotel restaurants are traditional Costa Rican dishes, and
the hotel provides information for guests about activities in the local community(CST,
2003).
In addition to the success of its environmental sustainability policies, Finca Rosa
Blanca has proven to be both economically viable for the Jampols and economically
beneficial for the surrounding community. The hotel has survived and thrived for twenty
years in the fluctuating world tourism market. It hosts an average of5,000 guests per
year, resulting in yearly revenue of roughly $700,000(Jampol, pers. communication).
The Jampols have been successful enough at Finca Rosa Blanca to allow for the
acquisition of an 18-acre coffee plantation adjacent to the hotel gardens in recent years.
They are also in the process of building a beachfront ecolodge on an 11-acre private
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reserve near Manuel Antonio National Park, one ofthe most popular tourist destinations
in the country (IFC, 2004).
The Finca Rosa Blanca has been highly beneficial for the surrounding Santa
Barbara community of 5,452 people (Costa Rican National Statistics and Census
Institute, 2004). Glenn Jampol estimates that ofthe $700,000 generated in revenue each
year, $500,000 is transferred directly into the local economy(Jampol, pers.
communication). The lodge directly generates seventeen jobs for the local commumty,
four of which are administrative positions(IFC, 2004). It provides training for all staff
and also trains and hires members ofthe community forjobs in complementary tourism
activities, such as acting as guides for hotel guests(CST,2003). Also,five percent of
earnings from the hotel restaurant is donated to the community for local projects
including a children’s food bank and two community recycling centers(IFC, 2004).
Finca Rosa Blanca provides many indirect economic benefits for the local
community as well. The lodge promotes local businesses and activities for its guests and
supports local community functions. In this way, Finca Rosa Blanca acts as a core
around which other local ecotourism and cultural tourism endeavors have developed.
The hotel also supports the local community by purchasing from local sellers. Local
artwork and objects are used to decorate the rooms and grounds at the hotel. Lowered
rates are offered to Costa Ricans, and the hotel offers some local transportation to the
surrounding community in hotel vehicles(CST,2003).
The hotel also supports cultural and community development in the surrounding
region. Finca Rosa Blanca includes cultural and historical education for guests and
promotes cultural activities as described above. The lodge allows community groups to
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use its facilities for large community functions(CST,2003). Finca Rosa Blanca works
with the government to help implement public health programs in the region, and, as
stated above, donates five percent of restaurant earnings to community development
(CST,2003; IFC, 2004). The hotel also works with community development in a handson manner. The Jampols are currently participating in the planning and construction of a
“sustainable public school” in the community. The Jampols have provided funding to
purchase land and aid in construction. Many ofthe sustainability programs from Finca
Rosa Blanca, such as a recycling program, organic gardening, and energy-efficient
engineering, are being incorporated into the new school(IFC, 2004).
In 2003, Finca Rosa Blanca was awarded five “green leaves,” the highest rating
available under the Costa Rican government’s Certification for Sustainable Tourism
voluntary program. Finca Rosa Blanca was one ofonly two establishments in Costa Rica
to receive this highest rating based on the sustainability in the following four categories:
physical and biological environment; hotel facilities; customers; and socioeconomic
environment(CST,2003).
Finca Rosa Blanca is a successful example ofthe ecotourism model of an
individual ecolodge on a private reserve. The lodge is economically viable and beneficial
to the surrounding community by both economic and environmental standards. Finca
Rosa Blanca has shown its commitment to environmental sustainability by establishing
and conscientiously managing a private reserve, practicing the highest levels of
sustainability policies, promoting sustainable practices in the local community, and
finally by voluntarily submitting to the government’s Certification for Sustainable
Tourism evaluation. The economic value ofthe hotel for the local community is clear as
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well. The hotel contributes $500,000 directly to the community each year, not counting
the indirect contributions from the many complementary businesses that rely on guests
from the hotel. Finca Rosa Blanca is also socially beneficial to the community, providing
job training, public transportation, educational programs, and fimding for local projects.

Case Study 3:
A third ecotourism model present in Costa Rica is that of a scientific research
station based in a private reserve. Though research stations are often not immediately
identified as forms of ecotourism, many research stations do fit the definitions of
ecotourism explained in Chapter I. Research stations can be considered a form of
tourism in that researchers and conventional ecotourists travel from abroad and from
other regions within the host country and pay to visit, lodge, and possibly study or teach
at the site. This scientific “tourism” fulfills all ofthe definitional requirements of
ecotourism and should be thought of as a subset within ecotourism, as is adventure
tourism. Visiting these stations requires “...traveling to relatively undisturbed or
uncontaminated natural areas with the specific objective ofstudying, admiring and
enjoying the scenery and its wild plants and animals, as well as any existing cultural
manifestations(both past and present) found in these areas,” as Ceballos-Lascurain’s
definition requires (Ceballos-Lascurain, cited in Boo, 1990). Travel to these stations also
meets Honey’s seven requirements for ecotourism listed previously(Honey, 1999).
The La Selva Biological Station is a good example of this ecotourism model. La
Selva is operated by the Organization for Tropical Studies (hereafter OTS),an
association of fifty-six research institutions from the United States, Costa Rica,
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Honduras, and Puerto Rico (Honey, 1999). This site illustrates how a research station
can fulfill all seven of Honey's requirements for ecotounsm. Data for this case study is
drawn primarily from a number of academic sources, most notably a 1994 work entitled
La Selva: ecology and natural histoiy ofa neotropical rainforest(McDade et al, 1994).
Data was also obtained from online publications by the OTS,and supplemental data was
gathered through telephone and email interviews with OTS personnel.
La Selva is a 1,536 ha (3,795 acre) reserve located at the convergence ofthe
Sarapiqui and Puerto Viejo Rivers in the Sarapiqui region of Heredia province in
northeastern Costa Rica(McDade et al, 1994). The station encompasses a very rare
ecosystem called tropical and premontane wet forests, and is umque in that roughly 73
percent of the reserve is covered by undisturbed primary forests(OTS,2004). The La
Selva reserve lands are also unique because of extreme contrasts in elevation. The
reserve is located between the Caribbean coastal plain and the foothills ofthe central
mountain chain, so that elevation rises from 35 meters to 137 meters within the reserve
area(McDade et al, 1994). These environmental factors have allowed for high levels of
biodiversity within the La Selva reserve. The biological diversity ofthe site, along with
high-quality research facilities and ease of access, has made La Selva a highly popular
and productive research station(OTS,2004).

\
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Figure 5: Location Map for La Selva Biological Station

Source: OTS,2004

La Selva began in 1954 when Dr. Leslie Holdridge, an American forester,
purchased the core property as a test site for his ideas on sustainable natural resource
management in the tropics. Holdridge used previously-disturbed areas to experiment
with mixed-crop planting and selective planting and harvesting oftrees within tropical
forests(McDade et al, 1994). The OTS purchased the property from Dr. Holdridge in
1968 and declared the area a biological reserve(Honey, 1999). The OTS has offered
field courses in tropical biology at La Selva ever since, and the organization has
expanded the reserve seven times so that now it is more than double the size ofthe core
property. In the 1980s, as international scientific interest and tourism boomed in Costa
Rica, La Selva became a leading field research station(McDade et al, 1994).
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At the time the station was founded, little was known about tropical wet forests.
Today, scientists at La Selva have published over 1600 scientific articles and produced an
estimated additional 1000 project write-ups. Currently, over 250 scientists representing
25 countries study at La Selva each year. An estimated 240 articles are published each
year based on work performed at the station(OTS,2004). This staggering scientific
output has led to an increased understanding ofecosystem functioning, facilitating
conservation efforts worldwide. La Selva has provided the rare opportunity for scientists
to perform long-term research projects, some lasting over twenty years. This opportunity
is unique because very few sites can offer political and environmental stability over such
a long period of time. Currently, there are eight ongoing long-term research projects at
La Selva (see Table 3). The number ofshort-term projects earned out at the station is
astounding, with 158 projects on record in 2004 alone. Examples of short-term projects
include studies on the roosting ecology of bats and on jumping-spider mimicry by
metalmark moths(OTS,2004).
In addition to field research. La Selva also participates in traditional ecotourism.
Tourists have always been allowed in La Selva, but since the mid-1980s,the station has
significantly developed its tourist facilities. Access to the station was improved with the
addition of roads, a visitors’ center was built, and specific activities were established for
tourists(McDade et al, 1994). Today ecotourists can participate in guided forest tours,
bird-watching tours, nocturnal tours, supervised hiking, bicycling, natural history
lectures, and boat tours. Guests can stay overnight at La Selva for $70-78 per person,
including meals and one guided tour. Day visits are also available, ranging from $28-45
depending on tour length and group size(OTS,2004). As a result ofthe station s efforts
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to develop tourist facilities and activities, traditional ecotourism at the site has grown
substantially since 1997(see Table 4). In fiscal year 2005, La Selva logged 7140 persondays as a result of traditional ecotourism (unpublished data fi*om La Selva Biological
Station).

Table 3: Long-term Research Projects at La Selva Biological Station
I

Long-term Research Projects at La Selva Biological Station
Name of
Project
ALAS

BOSQUES

ECOS

HUERTOS

Project Description

Arthropods of La Selva Project(ALAS), a large-scale Inventory of arthropod
diversity in a lowland tropical rainforest.
This project investigates the factors that affect the spatial and temporal dynamics
of the regeneration of brinzales, latizales, and trees in secondary tropical forests
This project encompasses a field experiment In Costa Rica, laboratory
experiments in Iowa, and modeling with CENTURY. It explores how tropical tree
species influence ecosystems. The focus Is on carbon cycling and restoration of
degraded landscapes.
Busca dilucidar el papel de la diversidad vegetal y el tiempo de rotacidn de un
cultivo sobre la productividad, a trav6s de sus efectos sobre la retencldn de
nutrimentos y las interacciones entre plantas y plagas.

STREAMS

TEAM

Effects of volcanic processes on lowland tropical stream ecosystems.
Tropical Ecology, Assessment and Monitoring (TEAM)Initiative’s mission is to
monitor long-term trends in biodiversity through a network of tropical field
stations, providing an early warning system on the status of biodiversity that can
effectively guide conservation action.

TRIALS

This project studies the potential for using unknown native species as alternatives
to the mass use of exotic species in reforestation

TREES

The goal of this long-term research has been to assess the relationship between
annually measured tree performance and microsite conditions for nine canopy
and emergent tree species in old-growth lowland tropical rain forest

Source: OTS,2004
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La Selva has been very beneficial for the environment on global, national, and
regional scales. The station’s continued contribution to science has provided beneficial
environmental impact worldwide, providing valuable knowledge for land managers and
conservation efforts. This research has also been beneficial to the local environment by
highlighting the importance of conservation in the region surrounding the park.
Scientists have catalogued 120 species of mammals,500 species of butterflies, 1900
species of plants, 330 species oftrees, 450 species of ants, and 436 species of birds
within the La Selva Reserve, making it one ofthe most diverse places on the planet
(Sheck, 1998; OTS,2004). This data has consistently allowed the OTS to procure
funding from external sources for expansion ofservices and conservation projects in the
area.

Table 4: Visitation Data for La Selva Biological Station
Visitation Data for La Selva Biological Station
Fiscal
Year
1997
1998
1999
2000
2001
2002
2003
2004
2005

Person-days
Recorded for
Traditional
Ecotourists
2991
4357
5501
5512
6022
5820
5831
5780
7140

Total Person-days
Recorded
21512
23716
23816
26475
28439
26689
27845
33063
33104

Source: Unpublished data from La Selva Biological Station
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One of the most important environmental programs that La Selva provides is its
environmental education program. The station provides free lectures and field trips for
local school children, and makes free classes available for teachers and parents in the area
as well(Honey, 1999; McDade et al, 1994). This program teaches sustainable and lowimpact management practices and emphasizes the importance of protecting natural
systems. In addition to the local environmental education program,the OTS has worked
since it acquired La Selva to preserve lands in the region around the reserve. In the face
of wide-scale colonization and deforestation ofthe area in the 1970s,the OTS lobbied the
government to create a biological corridor between La Selva and the Braulio Camllo
National Park. The OTS then worked with the government and various international
organizations to raise the fimds needed to purchase the titles for land within the proposed
corridor(Honey, 1999). This work resulted in the creation ofthe Braulio Carrillo
Biological Corridor, a continuous protected area ranging in altitude from 2,906 meters to
35 meters(OTS,2004).
La Selva works to minimize negative environmental impacts as well. The station
has installed 5.2 kilometers of small concrete walkways through the most heavilytrafficked portion of the reserve in order to prevent trail expansion and its ensuing
negative effects. Trail expansion normally occurs as users walk around muddy areas of
unpaved trails. This expansion then leads to trampling of vegetation and erosion around
the trails. The concrete pathways are also beneficial to wildlife because they allow
researchers to travel to sites faster, reducing impact time for areas that are not under study
(McDade et al, 1994). La Selva also restricts group size for ecotourist groups to no more
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than ten people in order to minimize environmental impact for any reserve area at a given
time (Sheck, 1998).
Economic viability must be measured differently at La Selva for a number of
reasons. First of all. La Selva is part of a larger organization, the Organization of
Tropical Studies. In fact. La Selva is one ofthree field stations in Costa Rica operated by
the OTS. The OTS exists largely to maintain these stations and promote research and
educational programs at the stations. Economic data is available for the OTS as a whole,
not for individual units such as La Selva. Data regarding the stations is combined under
the category “Field Stations”(OTS,2003). However, because La Selva is the oldest and
most productive OTS field station, where most ofthe OTS research and educational
programs occur, the economic viability ofthe overall organization is most likely
indicative ofthe economic viability ofthe station. Also, unlike the other case study
examples. La Selva is part of a non-profit organization. Therefore, economic viability
cannot be measured in terms of simple profit margins. For this site, growth of assets,
success in securing outside funding, and continued ability to meet budget goals must be
considered.
The OTS has been economically viable over time, operating continually since its
founding in 1963(Honey, 1999). In recent years, the OTS has seen tremendous growth
in net assets, which have increased from $4.5 million in 1996 to roughly $12 million in
2003(OTS,2003). The viability and growth ofthe OTS is entirely dependent on the
ecotourism to the field sites described above. Students, researchers, and conventional
ecotourists who visit the field stations provide direct support for the OTS through tuition
and fees for classes and facility fees. Member organizations pay dues to supplement
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reduced rates offered to researchers and students from their schools. Most importantly.
the ecotourism to the sites allows the OTS to secure outside funding in the form of grants
and private donations, which account for the majority ofthe OTS budget.
In terms of direct economic productivity ofthe OTS field stations, the stations do
produce enough directly through facility fees and traditional ecotourism operations alone
to offset field station expenses. Facility fees for researchers and conventional ecotourists
amounted to $1,055,059 in 2003. Membership dues accounted for another $436,014.
Together, these categories covered roughly 84.9 percent offield station expenses, which
totaled $1,757,130 that year(OTS,2003). Tuition and fees for educational programs do
not cover the costs associated with these programs either. In 2003,revenue from tuition
and fees for OTS educational programs amounted to $1,134,196(OTS,2003). Expenses
for these programs came to $3,034,681. Tuition and fees covered only 37.4 percent of
educational program expenses, leaving a difference of$1,900,485(OTS,2003).
In spite of these differences, however,the OTS consistently exceeds budget
requirements. In 2003, total revenues and other support came to $7,059,238, while
expenses totaled $6,939,818(OTS,2003). The differences are made up through grants,
contracts, and private contributions, which account for 56.4 percent of OTS funding
(OTS,2003). These funding sources are an indirect result ofthe ecotourism to the OTS
field stations. Grants from organizations such as the National Science Foundation and
private donations support the research and educational programs offered at the field
stations(OTS,2003). Essentially, these outside organizations are subsidizing the
ecotourism to the sites. While the actual rates charged to visitors do not allow for
economic viability, the outside donors place enough value on the ecotourism and its
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products to sustain the stations. In this way, ecotourism at the OTS stations, including La
Selva, has proved to be economically viable over time.
La Selva has been beneficial for its surrounding community in economic terms as
well. In 1989. the station reported 20,000 person-days including both researchers and
conventional ecotourists (Rovinski, 1991). This resulted in a direct input of$3.4 million
into the Costa Rican economy. Using an economic multiplier to account for secondary
spending. La Selva was responsible for between $2.9 million and $10.2 million worth of
in-country transactions in 1989(Evans, 1999). These numbers are undoubtedly higher
today, as the number of person-days recorded has increased substantially in recent years
from 21,512 in 1997 to 30,024 in the first eleven months offiscal year 2005 (see table
above)(unpublished data from La Selva Biological Station).
The OTS recognizes the importance ofthe surrounding 16,272-person commumty
to the survival of the reserve and provides many services to local residents(Costa Rican
National Statistics and Census Institute, 2004). La Selva directly provides over 100jobs
for members of the surrounding community and providesjob training for local residents
as research assistants and technicians. The station also operates a program to train local
citizens as nature guides for ecotourists and requires that day-touring guests hire one of
the local guides(Honey, 1999; McDade, 1994). Assistance is available for local farmers
through a program to provide seedlings from native tree species for the establishment of
small tree plantations(Honey, 1999). Free environmental education for the local
community, as described above, is also a top priority at La Selva.
This case study describes the ecotourism model of a scientific research station
based on a private reserve. La Selva Biological Station is an example ofthis model and
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illustrates a successful ecotourism venture in both economic and environmental terms.
La Selva has contributed to conservation efforts at the global, national, and local level,
and promotes sustainable policies on site and in the local community. Ecotourism at La
Selva has proved to be economically viable over time, providing direct revenues through
tuition, facility fees, and membership dues, and indirect funding through outside grants
and contributions which support ecotourism and its products. The station also provides
direct economic benefit to the surrounding community in the form ofjobs and services
such as free environmental education and agricultural assistance.
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CONCLUSION
The case studies presented in this work provide examples ofthree ecotourism
models that are common in Costa Rica. For each model,the example studied proved to
be economically viable over time and beneficial for the surrounding commumty in both
economic and environmental terms. As a result, I have determined that it is possible for
an ecotourism endeavor to be both economically and environmentally sustainable.
Furthermore, I have identified five factors that play an important role in the economic
success of true ecotourism businesses. These are: 1)initial marketability ofthe site; 2)a
distinguishing element; 3)ease oftransportation and access; 4)a source of capital; and 5)
marketing and publicity.
First, the business in question must be set in an area to which ecotourists are
willing to travel. As with conventional tourism, political stability and safety are key
issues for initial site marketability. For instance, ecotourism and traditional tourism alike
were disrupted in Costa Rica after the World Trade Center attacks of2001 in the United
States. The general ecological setting is important also, since most ecotourists wish to
visit climates and environments that differ drastically from their own. Since a large
portion of ecotourists come from the developed coimtries ofthe northern hemisphere,
ecotourism sites in undeveloped countries and unique natural areas have a large
advantage. Finally, it is beneficial if the site is located in an area with an established
reputation for environmentally-friendly practices. A regional reputation for ‘green’
practices ensures ecotourists of many activities and options in a single area.
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Establishing a distinguishing element is one ofthe most important factors for any
ecotourism business. This factor is especially important in Costa Rica, since its
ecotourism market is so large and well-developed. The distinguishing element is most
often a unique biological component,such as the turtle rookery in Tortuguero. The green
turtle rookery in Tortuguero allowed for the establishment ofthe original core ecotourism
businesses, the Tortuga Lodge and the CCC turtle research station. These initial
businesses further publicized the rookery, ensuring a steady flow oftourists. La Selva
Biological Station distinguishes itself through the lowland tropical wet reserve and
biological corridor. The lowland tropical wet reserve is unique because ofits
biodiversity, size, and the fact that 73 percent ofthe reserve is primary growth forest.
Finca Rosa Blanca, in contrast to Tortuguero and La Selva, has no specific distinguishing
biological feature. The extent of environmentally-friendly facilities and sustainable
practices at Finca Rosa Blanca help to set this hotel apart somewhat. However, given the
saturation of the ecotourism market in Costa Rica, it is highly likely that these elements
would not suffice to set the hotel apart were it not for Finca Rosa Blanca’s situation with
regards to the next factor, ease oftransportation.
Ease of transportation and access to the site is extremely important for
ecotourism businesses. As with conventional businesses, ecotourism endeavors tend to
be more successful when sites are made more accessible. In Tortuguero, for instance.
tourist arrivals to the town increased drastically with the beginning of boat trips to the
area. The situation at La Selva was much the same; traditional ecotourism and scientific
research at the station grew drastically when access roads were built in the mid-1980s.
Ease of transportation and access to Finca Rosa Blanca, along with unique sustainability
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practices, makes up for the site’s lack of a specific distingmshing biological component.
Finca Rosa Blanca is only a fifteen-minute ride on paved roads jfrom the international
airport in San Jose. This means the hotel is a viable option even for travelers who will
only be in Costa Rica for one night. Ease oftransportation also allows Finca Rosa
Blanca to capitalize on ecotourists who are less adventurous or less physically inclined.
These ecotourists can get the feel of a true ecolodge without having to take the sometimes
long and uncomfortable trips to lodges in less-developed areas.
Another important factor for ecotourism businesses is access to an initial capital
source. Capital sources are particularly important for ecotourism endeavors, because
many of these endeavors are located in less-developed regions where capital is scarce.
Capital, then, is often a limiting resource on the local level, and many potential
ecotourism endeavors must look outside the local commumty for capital sources. For
instance, in Tortuguero, external investment was vital for the development ofa core
ecotourism industry. This core industry ensured a constant supply oftourists and
provided a source of cash flow into the village. Local entrepreneurs were only able to
amass enough capital to open ecotourism businesses as a result ofthis initial external
investment.
Finally, marketing and publicity are important for the success of ecotourism
business. Marketing helps to further distinguish a single locale or business from others in
the industry, and can compensate for weaknesses in other factors. In Tortuguero, for
instance, advertising idealizes the half-day trip required to reach the village, attractively
calling the journey a “jungle cruise”(Place, 1988). In this way, marketing helps to make
up for difficulty in transportation and access to the site. Word-of-mouth publicity is also
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important, since many ecotourists share stories and experiences with others. Word-ofmouth publicity has been very important for La Selva, as an estimated 69 percent of
visitors have influenced others to stay at the site (Rovinski, 1991). Finca Rosa Blanca
has capitalized on government-sponsored advertisement and publicity through the
Certification for Sustainable Tourism program. The program lists participating
organizations and their ratings in both online and traditional publications.
The five factors discussed above combine to mfluence the success of an
ecotourism endeavor significantly. Weakness in a single factor does not necessarily
destine a business for failure, because strength in another factor can boost overall
performance. For instance, the difficulty of access to Tortuguero and La Selva is
outweighed by the unique biological components the sites have to offer and the
advertising and publicity associated with each. The opposite situation exists for Finca
Rosa Blanca. At this site, ease of access makes up for the lack of a specific biological
component. In this way, the factors work together to determine overall viability.
The case studies presented in this work show that an endeavor can fulfill the strict
requirements of Martha Honey’s definition ofecotourism and at the same time be both
economically and environmentally viable. With continued human population growth and
expansion, viable conservation alternatives must be pursued. Since ecotourism can
provide an economically viable option for local residents, while also protecting the
environment, it can provide one such alternative. This study suggests that true
ecotourism can provide both economic growth and environmental protection on the local
scale. This conclusion supports the promotion ofecotourism to a greater extent in areas
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of Costa Rica, as well as in other countries with situations similar to Costa Rica, as a
means to promote sustainable, environmentally-sound development.
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APPENDIX I:
INTRODUCTION TO THE CERTIFICATION FOR SUSTAINABLE TOURISM
RATING SYSTEM
Source: The following Introduction section was taken directly from the CST website: httD://www'.turismosostcnible.co.cr'EN sobreCST'manual lntro.shtml(CST,2005)

Introduction
Levels
In order to e\'aluate the level of sustainability of a tourism sector business, the following
Evaluation Questionnaire was developed exclusively for the CST program.
How the CST System Operates
The evaluation of sustainability for hotels involves the analysis offour general areas:
●
●
●
●

Physical-biological environment
Hotel facilities (internal environmental management practices)
Customers
Socio-economic environment

These four general areas are divided in general descriptors that represent sources of
positive/negative impacts generated by the hotel activities. For each general descriptor a
set of categorization questions was designed to evaluate the hotel performance.
List of Descriptors by Areas
A. Physical-biological environment
1. Policies and programs
2. Emissions and wastes
3. Gardens
4. Natural areas
5. Protection of Flora and fauna
B. Hotel facilities
6.
7.
8.
9.

Fonnulation of policies
Water consumption
Energy consumption
General supplies consumption - Food and beverages - Cleaning and
cosmetic supplies
10. Waste management - Organic waste - Inorganic waste - Final destiny
11. Employee training
C. Customers
12. Communication and involvement
13. Room conditioning (management).
14. Management of guest groups
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15. Customer feedback measurement
D. Socio-economic environment
16. Direct economic benefits for local communities
17. Non-direct economic benefits for local communities
18. Contribution to the promotion oflocal culture
19. Contribution to public health
20. Infrastructure and security

/

Levels of sustainability
To classify a hotel the CST uses six sustainability Levels that go fi’om zero to five (This
is similar to the traditional 'star' categorization used for hotels). The sustainability level
assigned to a hotel depends on its percentage of compliance with the standards
established by the categorization questionnaires.
Level of
sustainability

Minimum percentage of
compliance for all four
general areas

0

<20%

1

20-39

2

40-59

3

60-79

4

80-94

5

>94

Categorization Questionnaire
The categorization questionnaire is divided into four general areas(see above)and 20
descriptors for a total of 153 questions. Each question evaluates a specific standard or
condition with which a hotel need comply(Yes = compliance; No = non-compliance).
The questions are weighted by their relevance on a scale of 1 to 3(3 = most important).
Example: 4.4 The hotel has a private reserve.
(weight)
2

(does not apply)
YES

NO

N/A

Final scoring
The final score for each ofthe four general areas is obtained as follows:
Final ScDre

^(Yes artwsrfo questionXi’*‘RieI&tisnEin:tpo];tanaeof qaastionXi)
M-adnum score possililft
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The smallest final score determines the sustainability category obtained by a hotel.

The C.S.T. Program was developed by the Sustainability Programs
Department of the Costa Rica Tourist Board and the Costa Rica National
Accreditation Commission.
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